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How should rural policy be evaluated if it aims to foster
community involvement in environmental management?

Abstract
This paper brings together different theoretical perspectives to propose an evaluation
framework for policies which have the explicit aim to foster communities‘ involvement in the
management of their natural environment in the context of sustainable rural development,
such as the EU LEADER programme, Australia‘s Caring for Our Country, and UNESCO
Biosphere Reserves. Previous policy evaluations have over-simplified the complex socialecological systems on which these policies are intended to act, have lacked specification of
the policy level they address and were predicated on the assumption that policies can be
designed to produce predictable outcomes.
Based on a concept of ‗complex realities‘ we developed a framework to guide the evaluation
of policy effectiveness in social-ecological systems. This comprehensive framework provides
the conceptual and theoretical context in which individual evaluation exercises for policy
review and future programme design can be embedded. It goes beyond existing frameworks
by allowing the identification of factors that explain how and why a policy tool was effective.
It provides a structure within which datasets from different sources, relevant stakeholders and
relationships can be identified and analysed in a multi-level and multi-scale context.
However, we emphasise that policy makers and evaluators‘ mindsets would have to change to
accept uncertainty and the validity of various stakeholders‘ perceptions and evaluations.
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Introduction

Since the 1990s, policies which aim to encourage community involvement, endogenous
development, and bottom-up, participatory approaches are becoming more widespread in
Europe and globally (Bridger and Luloff, 1999; Lovan et al., 2004; High and Nemes, 2007).
There is an increasing emphasis on sub-state entities or non-governmental organisations
taking responsibility for the management of their local environments (OECD 2006). For over
a decade, demands for enhanced local participation in local environmental governance and
development can be noted in Europe and more widely (Ray, 2000; Curtis et al., 2014; Ryan et
al., 2010).
Various policies explicitly identify community engagement as means to support more
sustainable management of the environment. A prominent example in Europe is the EU
LEADER1 initiative, first introduced in 1991 and subsequently mainstreamed. Australian
natural resource management (NRM) programmes provide an Antipodean example, which
follows on from Landcare and other predecessor schemes2. A third example are Biosphere
Reserves, an international category of designated areas accredited by the UNESCO, which
aim at fostering sustainable development through strong community involvement and
partnership approach.
Community involvement, or participation, is understood as encompassing a broad range of
organisation-community-stakeholder interactions; from information provision and
consultation to engagement, collaboration and joint decision making (Arnstein, 1969; Collins
and Ison, 2009). In this paper, community engagement is treated as directed and purposeful
form of community involvement. A bottom-up process encapsulates the idea that

1

LEADER (Liaison Entre Actions de Développement de l`Économie Rurale) English translation: ‘links between
actions of rural development’.
2
Note: At the time of publication the Australian government had commenced a transition from the Caring for
our Country Programme back to the National Landcare Programme. The aims of both programmes are similar.
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environmental management is a process that is open to community-led direction with
decisions shaped by local stakeholders and the community.
Community involvement is promoted widely as a vehicle to achieve environmental and
development policy goals. In particular, official EU documents have emphasised that
participation and a ‗bottom-up‘ approach can harness the creativity and solidarity of rural
communities (European Commission, 1996), with the Council committed to ―improving
governance and mobilising the endogenous development potential of rural areas‖ (Council of
the European Union, 2006). Similarly, one of the six national priorities in Australia‘s Caring
for Our Country programme is ―Community skills, knowledge and engagement‖ (Australian
Government, 2011). The global Man and Biosphere (MAB) programme sets the frame for the
UNESCO designation of a biosphere reserve. The programme aims to foster full participation
of local actors (UNESCO, 1996; 2011) when developing and implementing concepts for
conservation and restoration of the environment and landscape, as well as for economic and
social development (Kühne, 2010; Schliep and Stoll-Kleemann, 2010; Brunckhorst, 2001).
An underlying assumption of these policies is that a high level of involvement will bring
social, economic and environmental benefits to local communities and the whole rural region
(EENRD, 2010b), by encouraging stronger identification with the region, larger networks,
new businesses, positive attitudes towards future activities, education, and increased
participation rates of communities in activities to manage natural resources and to help protect
the environment (Curtis and Lockwood, 2000).3 Effective community involvement could also
engender cost-efficient (less costs for control and enforcement) and more sustainable
implementation of policies because policies and their aims are understood, accepted and
supported by the intended beneficiaries.

3

The terms ‘environmental management’ and ‘natural resource management’ are both used in this paper
depending on the literature that is referred to. Australian literature tends to use natural resource management
(NRM), whereas European literature uses environmental management.
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Despite the growing number of policies that aim to foster communities‘ involvement in the
management of their natural environment, there are a number of unresolved issues around
evaluating the effectiveness of such policies. The ―evaluation of rural development policy and
strategies is highly complex‖ (OECD 2006, p.136). Issues relate to defining communities of
interest and place, multiple and poorly defined policy objectives, difficulties in attributing
cause to effect, determining the aggregation level and dealing with aggregation effects,
challenges around defining a base-line, timing of the evaluation and the distinction of
immediate, intermediate and ultimate outcomes. These more technical difficulties are coupled
with socio-political and institutional difficulties, such as imbalances in knowledge integration
(scientific versus lay/ local knowledge) and the reluctance amongst some policy makers to
carry out evaluations since results might show that policies have not delivered.
First, it is important to acknowledge that the notion of ‗community‘ is inherently complex.
Communities of place have neither well-defined (geographical) borders, nor are they
homogeneous. Differences may relate to age, class, ethnicity and gender, as well as interests
and power. Communities of place may include ―many ‗communities of interest‘, with highly
unequal capacities to act‖ (Shucksmith, 2010, p. 208).
Second, current evaluation approaches are often not clear about which part of a policy they
aim to assess. In addition, current approaches are often not holistic enough to incorporate less
tangible outcomes or take into account the multiplicity of values and aims, and (unintended)
by-products (see section 2). Part of the problem is that current approaches are based on the
perspective of an older – but still largely dominant – ―modernist paradigm of policy making
predicated on the assumption that policies can be designed to produce predictable outcomes,
even in very complex settings‖ (Connick and Innes, 2003, p. 178). To date, insufficient
attention has been given to the question of how rural policy should be evaluated, in particular
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those policies that aim to foster communities‘ involvement in the management of their
environment.
Specific indicator frameworks have been designed to assist evaluators collect the appropriate
data to analyse outputs and outcomes e.g., the Common Monitoring and Evaluation
Framework Monitoring (CMEF) in the EU and the Monitoring, Evaluation, Reporting and
Improvement (MERI) in Australia. However, there is no comprehensive framework that
provides the theoretical and conceptual context in which individual evaluation exercises can
be embedded. This paper addresses the absence of such a framework that could be applied in
different settings to help judge different policies that aim to foster community involvement in
environmental management. Motivated by our own frustration in trying to evaluate policy
effectiveness, we draw on empirical work in Australia and Germany to iteratively develop an
evaluation framework. We reflect on issues and findings in case studies, and compare them to
two theoretical concepts which have been identified as central in the literature: governance
and social capital. Based on these iterations we have developed an evaluation framework for
policy analysis that follows our concept of ‗complex realities‘. The framework is expected to
support:
-

Comparison of the claims made in relation to a policy tool4 with the extent to which it
actually fosters community involvement in environmental management, i.e. evaluating
whether and to what extent an objective has been achieved;

-

Identification of which factors influence the implementation of a policy tool and the
extent to which these factors help or hinder achievement of community engagement,
and thereby explain how and why the policy tool was effective (or otherwise).

4

We refer to policy tool here as one part of the policy hierarchy that our framework helps to evaluate. The
policy hierarchy is explained in detail in Section 4.

5

The latter is an ambition that goes beyond frameworks that simply serve policy evaluation
carried out for the purpose of policy review and future programme design. Rather, it embeds
the evaluation into a broader critical reflection of how society tries to achieve sustainable
development. Our framework reaches further than existing frameworks in the requirements it
places on policy makers but also on communities‘ contribution to evaluation.
In the following section we discuss issues associated with policy evaluation. Section three
covers the conceptual and theoretical background, outlines the concept of complex realities
and explains how the core concepts of governance and social capital inform the evaluation
framework. The framework is presented in section four and then operationalised in section
five using the policy examples of the EU‘s LEADER policy, Australia‘s Caring for Our
Country, and UNESCO‘s Biosphere Reserves.

2 Policy evaluation
Policy evaluation studies commonly identify relevant policy objectives – what should ideally
be achieved – and then compare these with what has been achieved. However, a weakness of
many policy evaluation studies is that they do not make explicit which part of policy they aim
to assess. There are a number of constituent parts of ‗policy‘, commonly constructed in a
policy hierarchy consisting of 1) policy statement/ policy document, 2) strategy document, 3)
policy tools and 4) policy implementation action plans (Althaus et al., 2007), each with
different timelines (for details, see section 4). All four levels are often considered
individually, in various combinations or occasionally all together as ‗policy‘ which makes it
difficult to draw comparisons between different policy analyses. In evaluations of rural policy
there is typically a distinction between ‗measures‘ and ‗programmes‘ (OECD 2010) but
‗scheme‘ and ‗initiative‘ are also frequently used. An analysis at only one level of the policy

6

hierarchy can be problematic if the single-level analysis is appropriated across all levels on
the policy hierarchy.
In addition, an evaluation of policy effectiveness in achieving a certain objective can focus on
the output, the outcome, or the process of implementation itself. For example, LEADER is
typically assessed as part of the overall rural development policy (European Agricultural Fund
for Rural Development Regulation). Some authors caution that evaluating the individual
components of a policy (e.g. the LEADER axis of the Rural Development Programme) is
tempting but ―does not much help with the bigger picture‖ (Wakeford, 2010, p. 38). To date,
evaluation of outputs is most common (e.g. Arabatzis et al., 2010) while the assessment of
outcomes is much more difficult (Blandford et al., 2010).5 However, Bellamy et al. (2001)
show that outcomes can be considered and to this end propose a systems perspective for the
evaluation of natural resource management initiatives that aim to promote sustainable and
equitable resource use outcomes.
Lind and Tyler (1988) found that for the people involved, the process itself, judgements of its
quality (e.g. fairness) and intangible outcomes were frequently more important than outputs.
Rauschmayer et al. (2009) support this, claiming that a combination of evaluating outcomes
and the process of governance is a promising approach despite its caveats. This reflects an
earlier request made by Ray (1998) that evaluation methods need to evolve to be able to focus
on process, structures and interpretation/learning.
Note that most of these authors focus on a bundle of objectives rather than on a particular
objective. This reminds us that one policy does not pursue only one objective but typically an
objectives bundle. In other words, a policy can have narrow or broad objectives (OECD,
2010). For rural development policy, broad objectives are typical, some of which may even be
5

”Outputs are important products, services, profits, and revenues: the What. Outcomes create meanings,
relationships, and differences: the Why.”
(http://blogs.hbr.org/cs/2012/11/its_not_just_semantics_managing_outcomes.html). Outcomes are often the
difficult-to-precisely-measure long-term results.
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conflicting. For example, OECD (2006) highlighted tension between two different objectives:
equity and development (i.e. competitiveness between regions). In an attempt to tackle this,
the evaluation framework by Bristow et al. (2009) focuses on cross-cutting policy goals and
the wider impacts of policy initiatives, though they evaluate the provision of rural services
rather than community involvement in environmental management. A more holistic
evaluation that goes beyond the stated objectives of policy is recommended because it can
facilitate the identification of unforeseen side-effects of policy, which might otherwise be
neglected (Lehtonen, 2005).
In combination, these publications highlight several unresolved issues:


The fact that many policies (and even the more concrete policy tools and action plans)
often have multiple and poorly defined objectives;



The potential conflict between implicit and explicit goals which may differ between
government and stakeholders, e.g. a programme might be described explicitly as
aiming for community engagement but policy makers‘ implicit aim is to channel
funding into disadvantaged rural areas;



The necessity - and yet difficulty - of clearly defining expected outcomes of a policy;
this is challenging since it requires decisions to be made regarding competing views of
what success might look like, also because there may be intangible outcomes;



The appropriate level of aggregation (project-level, local/regional context only,
national scale, or even at European scale) and how to deal with aggregation effects;



The difficulty of teasing out outcomes of potentially overlapping measures and
programmes, and difficulties in attributing cause and effect;



The appropriate timing for carrying out an evaluation and the challenge of defining a
base-line;
8



The consideration of the hierarchy of goals and objectives, as well as the distinction of
immediate, intermediate and ultimate outcomes;



The reluctance of policy makers to carry out evaluations since their results might
demonstrate to governments, ministers and officials that their policies have not
achieved their objectives; and the reluctance to take evaluation results (evidence) into
account due to an inherent path dependency and the operation of power in the policy
process (Juntti et al., 2009).

Although these issues are not specific to rural policy and have been known for several
decades (Brewer and deLeon 1983), they are important to consider in developing a new
evaluation framework. Objectives, levels, influence of other policies, timing, process, output
and outcome are revisited in the following theoretical section and incorporated in the
proposed framework.

3

Conceptual and theoretical background

The design and implementation of rural policy is a complex process, requiring coordination
across sectors, across multiple levels of government and between public and private actors
(OECD 2006). This also applies to those rural policies that aim to support community
involvement in environmental management. In order to answer the question of how such
policies can be evaluated, we found that following any specific theory is insufficient to allow
explanation of the many influential factors. The process of policy implementation – an
interplay of institutions, multiple levels and scales, tied to localities with human actors
embedded in their natural environment – cannot be reduced to a theory that only focuses on
one or a few components of the system. We believe that such reductionism provides limited
insight in complex systems such as the governance and management of social-ecological
systems.
9

Therefore, we introduce the concept of complex realities. It is composed of (i) a complex
systems approach, (ii) combining theoretical perspectives and (iii) acknowledging differing
realities.
(i) Complexity science and complex systems theory has been identified as a way to bridge
natural and social sciences (Ison et al., 1997). It has led to the development of social–
ecological systems approaches (Ban et al., 2013; Berkes et al., 2003; Ostrom, 2009), and it is
underlying governance and collaboration (Connick and Innes, 2003; Plummer and Armitage,
2007). Within social-ecological systems, adaptive governance and adaptive co-management
(as a way to operationalise adaptive governance, Folke et al. 2005) are seen as crucial to
achieve long-term resilience of the system. This literature highlights that effective
management requires multi-scale multi-actor collaborative action, not simply devolution to
local-scale governance. Bridging or boundary organizations are important to facilitate the
process and to enhance fit between social (institutional arrangements) and biophysical
systems (Cash and Moser 2000; Berkes 2009).
(ii) Combining different theoretical perspectives enhances our holistic view of the policy
implementation process and the effectiveness of delivery. For example, institutional, network,
policy, sociological and geographical perspectives offer different and often complementary
insights. They require taking into account the economic and environmental setting,
demographic development, and the history of processes and interactions in a particular policy
area. Drawing on different disciplinary perspectives in evaluation frameworks is not an
entirely new idea. Bellamy et al. (2001) combined perspectives of social, economic,
environmental, policy and technological disciplines. However, their systems-based framework
was focused on evaluating how NRM initiatives contribute to sustainable resource use, rather
than focusing on the objective of local involvement in environmental management per se.
Other authors have approached sustainability evaluation more broadly, by emphasising the
10

multi-scale aspect of their framework (López-Ridaura et al., 2005) or by starting from the
local scale to evaluate performance and outcomes of adaptive co-management for multi-site
comparisons (Plummer and Armitage, 2007).
(iii) In addition to recognising the complexity of the biophysical and social systems that rural
and environmental policies are trying to influence and are part of, the concept of complex
realities also acknowledges that there is not one superior and ‗true‘ way of interpretation and
evaluation. Hajer and Wagenaar (2003) emphasised this in the context of interpretive,
practice-oriented and deliberative policy analysis. Both individual and collective actors will
have different values and perceptions, influenced by the institutional level at which they act.
We therefore encounter a plurality of interpretations and evaluations, consistent with the
respective actors‘ reality.
Based on the literature, we identified two key concepts of relevance to the evaluation and
impact of rural policy: governance and social capital. Contained within these concepts are a
number of (partially overlapping) sub-concepts that we will now outline.

3.1 Governance
Environmental governance
Aspects of ‗good governance‘ are discussed in a number of policy documents (e.g. OECD
2006) and are associated with the following aspects: transparency, legitimacy, participation in
decision making, horizontal and vertical integration, learning mechanisms, and
communication and conflict management. These more general issues are reflected in issues
that are specific to environmental governance (Plummer et al. 2013). The authors discuss how
adaptive co-management relates to environmental governance. In their analysis of the
literature, they highlight ―core environmental governance issues‖, including

11



Actors and roles, including participation by diverse non-state actors in decision
making;



Accountability and legitimacy, alluding to ―the responsible exercise of power by
entities‖;



Fit, interplay and scale of both the environmental concern and multi-level actor
networks;



Adaptiveness, flexibility and learning, to respond to uncertainty and change that
characterize complex systems; learning takes place individually and collectively;



Knowledge from various knowledge sources and knowledge co-production; and



Evaluation and monitoring (Plummer et al. 2013).

Several of these issues are crucial in the evaluation of policy that aims to foster community
involvement in environmental management and have therefore informed the evaluation
framework we developed (see overview provided in Table 1 and section 4).
Plummer et al.‘s (20013) description of evaluation also covers key points such as
participatory, multi-scale and interactive evaluation and highlights the difficulty of evaluating
process and outcomes which resonates with the policy evaluation literature (Section 2).
There is a particular emphasis on social learning (shared learning and knowledge creation
among individuals through an iterative process of engagement and reflection that is scaled-up
from individuals through social interactions) on the grounds that collective learning and
bringing together different kinds of knowledge are seen as necessary to manage the
environment sustainably (Blackmore, 2007) and to build adaptive capacity to manage change
in social-ecological systems (Plummer and Fitzgibbon, 2007; McCarthy et al. 2011).

12

Table 1: Overview of how the concepts of governance and social capital inform components of
the evaluation framework
Concept

Components of the evaluation framework

Governance

Policy and policy context (formal institutions reaching across different levels)
-

policy hierarchy

-

policy objectives

-

type, funding, duration

-

policy history

Governance influencing the implementation process
-

Multi-level governance (vertical integration)

-

Local governance (horizontal integration)

Fit, interplay and scale
Transparency
Accountability and legitimacy
Participation in decision making
Supportive structures (networks/ institutions) for

Social capital

-

Communication

-

Learning and awareness raising

-

conflict management

Actors‘ involvement in cooperation structures and networks
(History of) working relationships
Local/regional identity
Cultural setting
Communities of place/ interest/ beneficiaries
Individual/ collective actors as part of communities
-

capacities and skills

-

interests, motivations,

-

perceived benefits and problems

-

the (informal) rules governing their interactions

Institutions
In institutional analysis, institutions are defined as rules that regularise actors‘ behaviour, i.e.
the ―rules of the game in a society‖ (North, 1990, p3). The set of actor interactions that makes
up governance is determined by such rules that determine individuals‘ behaviour. They can be
13

formal, such as laws, policies and contracts, or informal, such as conventions, verbal
agreements and moral norms. The implementation of policies – and actually much of their
intended impact – depends on the existence of governance structures. Governance structures
are required to transform a rule on paper into a rule-in-use. The formal governance structures
shape the overall (multi-level) governance framework and define the administrative,
regulatory and procedural environment for the implementation of policy and ensuing local
projects. They can greatly influence the style of interaction between (and within) different
levels and organisations of the system, the degree of autonomy of the local level, the
administrative procedures applied, and the autonomy of local partnership in general (ENNRD
2010b). For example, governance structures include the biosphere reserve authority, local
associations, and the administration which processes LEADER funding applications, accounts
for money spent and awards designations.
Institutional analysis distinguishes operational, organisational and policy level when
describing institutional settings (Ostrom, 1999). The concept of ―institutional levels‖ is
concerned with organisations and the institutional level at which their decision making takes
place (Margerum, 2008). The fit of policies at different institutional levels, but also the fit of
the policy to the problem it aims to address, as well as the fit between the social (institutional
arrangements) and the biophysical system have been highlighted as challenges in effective
governance (Cash and Moser 2000; Berkes 2009). Institutional levels feature in approaches
such as actor-based institutionalism (Fürst et al., 2005) which was used to analyse regimes of
regional governance in biosphere reserves, or the Institutions of Sustainability framework
(Hagedorn, 2008; Prager et al., 2011) which focuses the analysis on interactions between
actors, the transactions relating to environmental management, the relevant institutions and
governance structures.
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The lens of institutional levels has been applied to explain challenges in the collaboration
between collective actors at different levels (Prager, 2010). In essence, if a group is active at
the operational level it means that it focuses on direct action or on-the-ground activities such
as monitoring, education and restoration. At the organisational level, groups focus on the
policies or programs of organisations (government agencies, local government, NGOs). At the
policy level, collaborative groups would focus on government legislation and policies. These
different approaches to bringing about change have been shown to underlie tensions between
the collaboratives involved (ibid.).
So far, we have provided an overview of the institutional arrangements that determine the
implementation of policies in general. The institutional arrangements include the policy and
its particular requirements, funding, history and other policies that might impact on its
implementation (policy context). For the implementation process, governance structures at
different levels and their coordination (multi-level governance), as well as the local
governance structures are important (Table 1). Actors, both individual and collective, interact
to negotiate and make decisions, and it is their behaviour, which determines whether a policy
achieves its intended objectives. We will discuss actors as part of the concept of social capital
that is of particular relevance to policies that aim to involve communities in environmental
management.

3.2 Social capital
Communities, individual and collective actors
The actions of individuals are just as important in influencing policy implementation and
community action as the actions of collectives and organisations. For example, Van Herzele et
al. (2011), in their evaluation of agri-environmental schemes (part of European rural
development policy), conceive this policy instrument as an evolving product that takes shape,
gets diffused and taken up in, by and through networks of relations. They put forth that
15

success depends on the mobilisation or active participation of all those who may support and
develop it.
The type of policy we aim to develop an evaluation framework for, such as LEADER,
Australian NRM programmes or biosphere reserves, targets ‗the community‘. Communities of
place are far from homogeneous (Shucksmith, 2010). Individuals within these communities
differ in their interests, preferences, capacities and power held, among others. Some members
of the community may not want to be involved or do not have an interest in the environment.
The interests of the individual may align with the collective interest, but may also be
contradictory. Action (e.g. to respond to a policy, to initiate an activity) is taken by the
individual but will inevitably impact on the neighbours, peer groups, and the community. A
certain community structure as well as existing governance structures will determine
individuals‘ motivations and inclination to become involved in the management of their
natural environment. Their interests and needs will determine how they perceive benefits and
evaluate policy impacts.
Although the rhetoric of a policy may imply that it addresses everyone within that community
to the same extent, Kovách (2000) stated that one function of intervention by means of a
policy is the selection of actors, giving preference to some and excluding others. Shucksmith
(2010), also discussing LEADER, made the point that capacity is being built of the most
privileged who are able to mobilize and win funding in a short time-scale, since they already
have a greater capacity to act.
In addition to the distinction between those within and outside the circle of beneficiaries, there
are issue of delineating a community and thus, internal and external actors. In this context,
Ray (1998)6 asserted that local rural development policy and action should be understood as
6

He also drew attention to understanding policy as a product of the history pre-dating a particular programme
which can have implications for whether actors want to become involved or are willing to cooperate in the
course of policy implementation or environmental management.
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the intersection of local and extra-local dimensions. Whilst environmental management
should at best be aligned with an ecosystem, natural boundaries rarely overlap with
community or administrative boundaries. Cultural geographies, administrative and natural
boundaries greatly influence the extent as well as the capacity and the interest of communities
to become involved in the management of their environment.
Role of social capital
Social capital (along with human and cultural capital) is now recognised as key to the process
of rural development, and sustaining endogenous economic growth (Kinsella et al., 2010).
Within networks of economic actors, social capital can enhance the competitiveness of a
group by enhancing communication and information exchange which supports the creation of
financial capital, real capital and human capital, which could not have been created without
affiliation to the network (Bohle, 2005).
Beyond economic development, social capital is of crucial importance in environmental
management, especially in landscape scale management that needs cooperation. According to
Pretty and Ward (2001), social capital lowers the costs of working together, which in turn
facilitates co-operation. With regard to the evaluation of place-based policies, it is important
to consider that geographical proximity enhances social networks and social capital, and
therefore also fosters regional learning processes (Hauser et al. 2007).
The concept of social capital is multi-faceted – for example, Franklin et al. (2007) consider
social capital to be a concept, a policy and a practical action – and diverse definitions co-exist
(Adler and Kwon 2002). Broadly speaking, social capital is based on institutions and culture,
and often described as ―the glue that holds society together‖ (Serageldin, 1996, p. 196). Social
capital is concerned with the (structure of) relations between actors. While Bourdieu‘s (1986)
formulation of social capital refers to social relations in terms of the benefits accruing to
individuals through participation in groups, Coleman (1988) focussed on relations that
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facilitate productive activity. These relations build on a structure in which actors can
communicate and share information, as well as form obligations and expectations and apply
sanctions.
The definitions of Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988) describe ‗bridging social capital‘, i.e.
interactions between people with the same aim or need to enhance their individual live or
economic situation (Woolcock and Sweetser, 2002). ‗Bonding social capital‘, on the other
hand, refers to interactions based on kinsmanlike and emotional relations. It adopts a
collective perspective and focuses on the internal linkages of and between collective actors
that foster cohesiveness and benefits such as trust or diffusion of information (ibid.). A third
type of social capital is ‗linking social capital‘ which refers to the interactions between
vertical social networks (Woolcock and Sweetser, 2002). This ties in with the recognition of
different institutional levels (see section 3.1) and the importance of interaction of collective
actors at and across such levels in the implementation of policy (Prager, 2010).
In contrast to authors that place the focus on social capital as held by the individual (e.g. their
benefit from participation in social networks), Putnam defined social capital as ―those features
of social organizations, such as networks, norms, and trust that facilitate coordination and
cooperation of mutual benefit‖ (Putnam, 1993, p.35), i.e. as something held by organisations
or communities. This has been met with scepticism, e.g. Portes (1998) suggested more care
and theoretical refinement before extending the concept from an individual asset to a feature
of communities, and Shucksmith (2000) cautioned that treating social capital as a collective
good and focussing on building collective capacity may mask the way in which social capital
is appropriated by those who individually already have social capital (e.g. through their social
connections, education, language). This process would ultimately lead to exclusion of some
community members, thus counteracting the very aim of the policy to engage ‗the
community‘ in environmental management.
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Several authors caution that there can be a conflict between social capital and leadership
(Gray et al., 2005; Sofsky and Paris, 1991) while others have identified leadership as crucial
for local community initiatives to establish. Sobels et al. (2001) found that social capital
helped explain the success of Australian Landcare networks, yet stressed the importance of
separating social capital as a cause from social capital as an outcome. In a similar vein, Webb
and Cary (2005) considered the role of both, sources and consequences of social capital for
achieving environmental management outcomes. Social capital has also been ascribed to
contribute to social learning and community capacity building, which is the aim of current
programmes such as Caring for Our Country and of adaptive co-management (Plummer and
Fitzgibbon, 2007).
We conclude that social capital has a dual role, including one that analytically is not yet
clearly resolved. That is, while policy aspires to build social capital, it is also believed that
social capital influences the outputs and outcomes of policy and hence plays a key role in
policy implementation and governance. The key components that we derive from the social
capital concept for our framework are actors‘ characteristics (e.g. interests, capacities, identity
and perceptions) and the relationships between (individual and collective) actors, including
communication and cooperation (Table 1, Figure 1) as these will significantly influence how
and to what effect a policy is implemented.

3.3 Summary – towards a concept of complex realities
In developing the concept of complex realities, we have drawn on the core concepts of social
capital and governance, and related sub-concepts to achieve a holistic view of policy
effectiveness (Table 1). In summary, the concept of complex realities requires an
acknowledgement of diverging realities as perceived by different people, acting at different
institutional levels and in different capacities (e.g. local community member, administrator,
policy maker, evaluator). These realities determine what individuals and collectives will
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perceive, how they value it and what aims they strive to achieve. This plurality of
interpretations and values, consistent with the respective actors‘ realities, will lead to different
and sometimes conflicting aims. These are legitimate but need to be made explicit to form the
basis of policy evaluation. We see a central role for participatory evaluation in evaluating
policy that aims to foster community involvement in environmental management, because it
can enhance stakeholders‘ commitment to programmes and the sustainability of policies
(High and Nemes, 2007; Mortimer et al., 2010).
We conceptualise the process of policy implementation as an interplay of institutions,
multiple levels and scales, tied to localities with human actors whose actions in turn are
influenced by their values, attitudes and social networks, and embedded in their
environmental context. The concept of complex realities requires a systems perspective,
linking social and ecological systems, where policy evaluation is part of an iterative cycle of
design and implementation rather than a linear process with predictable outcomes, and where
process is equally important as outputs and outcomes. Building on the notion that socialecological systems are complex (Ban et al., 2013), a policy evaluation will have to take the
‗bigger picture‘ into account by considering how the specific policy tool is embedded into the
wider policy context, its historical development, the natural environment, communities
(individual and collective actors), feedback loops and (unintended) side-effects.

4

Evaluation Framework

This section visualises the components of the concept of complex realities in an evaluation
framework by drawing together the various concepts introduced in the previous sections. The
framework represents the different components that are essential to consider when evaluating
the effectiveness of a policy tool to encourage and support local involvement in
environmental management (Figure 1). Using such an evaluation framework, in combination
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with the questions to operationalise the framework (Table 2), can assist working through
complexity, by making assumptions about components and their linkages explicit.
The basic structure of the framework arranges the relevant components into three clusters:
policy, implementation, and regional context. We recognise that there is necessary overlap
between the three clusters. Analysis of one cluster will inform aspects of one or both the other
clusters.
The specific policy tool is taken as the starting point, its objectives, characteristics and any
relevant previous policy history is considered. In analysing the implementation (process,
outputs and outcomes) of the specific policy tool, individual and collective actors, their
previous and current relationships, existing supportive structures and communication
processes are key concerns. For the evaluation of outputs and outcomes, the actors identified
can be involved in participatory evaluation as illustrated in the CMEF example (Box 1).
Social capital needs to be considered as a characteristic of the individual actors, as well the
communities or indeed the region in which a policy tool is implemented. It has been singled
out in the diagram as a separate component because of its important role in implementing a
policy as well as being a goal of the policy (section 3.2).
The regional context is the setting in which a policy tool is introduced, e.g. a certain
geographical area with its socio-economic, environmental and cultural characteristics (the
social-ecological system). This includes wider societal processes and other policies. The
diagram visualises that while there is a greater policy context operating outside the regional
context, the implementation process is embedded in and influenced by the regional context.
The (multi-level) governance structures operating in the region and beyond influence the
implementation of the specific policy tool. Note that the policy tool is likely to be applied in
other regional contexts as well, and its implementation will have impacts outside the region,
hence both boxes reach outside the regional context.
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The whole process of policy implementation and evaluation has a temporal dimension, an
institutional dimension and a geographical dimension. These three dimensions are denoted
along the axes as the institutional level, the geographical scale, and the time scale. Issues
associated with multi-scalar and multi-level nature of policy have been recognised in recent
frameworks for evaluation of policy, natural resource management systems, or co-adaptive
management (Bellamy et al., 2001; López-Ridaura et al., 2005; Plummer and Armitage, 2007;
Ryan et al., 2010). The temporal dimension emphasises the importance of ‗process‘ in policy
implementation, as well as the issues of time lags and timing of the evaluation (section 2). In
contrast to geographical scale, the institutional level is concerned with organisations and the
level at which their decision making takes place and considers aspects relating to multi-level
governance (section 3.1).
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Figure 1: Evaluation framework for evaluating policies aiming to foster community involvement
in environmental management

When interrogating the effectiveness of policy via the proposed evaluation framework it is
important to understand the level at which the policy sits in the policy hierarchy. As briefly
covered above, a policy typically has a number of constituent parts, commonly constructed in
a hierarchical typology or ‗policy bundle‘ consisting in descending order of four parts
(Althaus et al., 2007):
1. Policy statement or policy document (time frame 5-20 years) describing long-term
broader goals for changes in behaviours, altered state or condition of the subject
matter;
2. Strategy document (time frame 5-10 years) detailing steps and activities required to
implement the policy statement;
3. Policy tools, the general collection of approaches and methods available to implement
the set of activities in the strategy document, including education programmes,
funding schemes, regulation, legislation, provision of information, provision of
resources such as staff time;
4. Policy implementation action plans (time frame: 1-3 years), often written as rolling
annual action plans including specifications for materials needed, project management,
funding schedule and reporting arrangements.
In our framework, we chose to focus on the evaluation of policy tools but it is likely that the
framework is also suitable to be applied to the evaluation of policy statements, strategy
documents and policy implementation action plans.
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5

Operationalising the framework

To illustrate how components of the framework have relevance in evaluating different cases,
we now look at three policy examples in more detail: the EU LEADER programme,
Australia‘s Caring for Our Country, and UNESCO Biosphere Reserves. This is not a
comprehensive evaluation but highlights how previous evaluation studies can contribute, and
how the framework can be applied. Based on the framework, an evaluation would cover the
three clusters by asking a range of questions (Table 2). The questions serve as a guide to
exploring factors that influence the implementation and effectiveness of policies. The list of
questions is drawn from our experience with the exemplified policies and is not exhaustive.
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Table 2: Questions for operationalising the evaluation framework

Policy

Cluster

Explanation
Policy context at
international, EU,
national and subnational/regional
levels
Specific
characteristics of
the investigated
policy tool

Policy history

Specific questions



Which policy context is the specific tool embedded in?
Which other policy/funding tools support or contradict the goals of
the investigated policy tool?



What are the aims and objectives (outputs, outcomes)? What hidden
agendas and implicit objectives exist?
What type of policy is it (regulatory, incentive-based)?
Is it linked to funding; if yes how much and provided by whom?
Which participatory opportunities exist e.g. consultation, shared
decision making (process)?
What duration is envisaged?
How are accompanying tools developed, which actors are involved,
do they have a history of working together?
Did the specific policy tool have a predecessor and what are related
experiences of policy makers, implementing agencies and
addressees?
Which natural boundaries exist?
To which boundary does the (dominant) regional identity align?
To what extent is the regional identity linked to the natural
environment?
What are the overarching issues relevant to the region as a whole in
social, economic and ecological terms?
What are the specific issues that local actors are trying to address?
Which governmental organisations/ authorities have a stake in or
responsibility for rural development and for environmental issues?
Which administrative boundaries exist?
Who are the relevant individual and collective local stakeholders,
e.g. associations (membership, social capital, history, degree of
professionalisation, reach of activities) and communities in the
region?
Which individual/collective benefits and problems do they perceive,
what motivates their involvement?
Is there identification with the region? Which region?
What is the internal/external and governmental/non-governmental
actors‘ working relationship (levels of trust and reciprocity,
conflict)?
In which way do ministry, authorities, state and national NGOs
influence the implementation of the policy?
What is the degree of professionalisation associated with the policy
implementation?
Do network brokers (e.g. regional managers) exist?
How is information transfer, communication and visualisation of
outputs realised?
Is awareness/ personal understanding of the local population
supported and how?
Who initiated the process of implementation (not the policy tool as
such)?
Can charismatic leaders be identified?







Regional context



Socio-economic,
environmental and
cultural setting






(Formal/State)
Governance
arrangements
(Region-) Internal
actors








Implementation




External actors



Supportive
structure
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5.1 Cluster 1: Specific policy tool and policy context
In this cluster, the analysis focusses on context, characteristics and history of a policy. Since
the evaluation is concerned with a place-based policy, it would be applied to a particular
region where e.g. a LEADER project was implemented. The evaluation process would gather
information on the specific policy context including regional concepts, development
strategies, plans and programmes, designated areas as well as legislation such as nature
conservation law. This analysis would also comprise the identification of other policies or
funding schemes that may support or contradict the LEADER objectives. The objectives of
the policy need to be noted explicitly as the basis of the evaluation, since they should, and
generally do, logically complement each other but can sometimes conflict internally within a
mix of instruments targeting a common objective, or externally with other apparently
unrelated policies Jones (2005). Here, objectives of beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries should
also be noted.
For the case of LEADER, this policy tool focuses on small, rural and coherent regions
(European Union, 2010) and grants funding subject to the condition that a local action group
is the beneficiary of the funding. A local action group is defined as a public-private
partnership that includes all sectors in rural areas. A local action group must include at least
50% economic and social partners and associations ‗at the decision making level‘, and these
stakeholders have to be locally based (European Community, 2000).
LEADER is recognised for its ability to deliver a diverse range of projects to address local
priorities that draw on multiple levels of governance (Kinsella et al., 2010) for sustainable
rural development. LEADER‘s central aims are: a) the mobilisation of local actors via a
bottom-up approach with decision-making power for local action groups, b) a multi-sectorial
design, and c) networking of local partnerships and support (European Union, 2010). An
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analysis of LEADER objectives shows that they are very broad in that the policy tool is
expected to contribute to the other rural development objectives but also play an important
role improving governance and mobilising the endogenous development potential of rural
areas (EENRD, 2010b).
An observation from Australia regarding diverging implicit and explicit goals was that
Landcare groups use funding provided by a programme to achieve aims specific to their
locality and situation but officially reported only outcomes relevant to objectives of the
programme. Another example of multiple and potentially conflicting objectives is the CfOC
aim to ―increase the engagement and participation rates of urban and regional communities in
activities to manage natural resources and to help protect the environment‖ which might not
necessarily translate into measurable impact on environmental indicators. This was the case
with the predecessor National Landcare Program which was successful in building
community capacity and raising awareness (Curtis and Van Nouhuys, 1999; Mues et al.,
1994) but faced limits with regard to addressing large environmental problems through
volunteer community groups (Lockie and Higgins, 2007).
The duration of the policy will determine what can be achieved, e.g. LEADER evaluations
repeatedly made the point that short-term funding structures are inadequate for long-term
development processes (Shucksmith 2000). Previous evaluation studies can also inform the
analysis by helping to identify areas that warrant closer attention, e.g. social inclusion in rural
development programmes generally (Shortall, 2008), or the operation of local LEADER
boards (Furmankiewicz et al., 2010; Thuesen, 2010).
Last in this cluster, the history of the policy is relevant. For example, non-communication and
conflicts during the designation process of a biosphere reserve have reduced the extent of
community involvement, as shown in Germany (Frys and Nienaber, 2011; Kühne, 2010).
Where actors have a history of working together, e.g. in previous LEADER projects or in
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drawing up regional development concepts, we expect higher levels of social capital. If
previous experiences of cooperation were negative, or trust was lost because disputes were
not resolved, it will be much more difficult to foster community involvement.

5.2 Cluster 2: Regional context
In the second cluster, we focus on the regional context and suggest analysing boundaries of
the social-ecological system and formal (multi-level) governance structures. Which
communities exist and what identity/ies do they hold? The pressing issues in the region more
widely but also in local communities will determine which objectives and expectations they
link to a policy. Rural development policies encounter significant heterogeneity in rural areas.
Who are the responsible governmental organisations and authorities, what stakes do they hold
and what decisions do they make? Diverging interests – often based on different cultural
models (Stocker and Kennedy, 2009) – can lead to conflicts, for example between local
leaders and regional government actors, impinging policy implementation and generation of
mutually desirable outcomes. The overlap of different organisations and initiatives, e.g. a
LEADER initiative with biosphere reserve structures can be problematic due to their slightly
diverging foci ranging from socio-cultural and economic development to ecological
improvement (Lübke et al., 2012; Nienaber and Lübke, 2010). Other studies have shown how
the official project sponsorship of LEADER can undermine existing independent and critical
rural development initiatives (Bruckmeier, 2000; Furmankiewicz et al., 2010).
Similarly, the Australian CfOC programme aims to be delivered using partnerships with
regional NRM groups, local, state and territory governments, Indigenous groups, industry
bodies, land managers, farmers, Landcare groups and communities (Australian Government
Land and Coast, 2008) – all of which relate differently to the place where sustainable
management is to take place, and have different roles and priorities (Prager 2010).
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5.3 Cluster 3: Implementation – actors and supportive structures
In the last cluster, the analysis covers individual and collective actors (identifying the actors at
higher governance levels as external). The networks and relationships that exist within and
between communities, as well as with external actors determine the social capital and the
capacity for joint involvement in environmental management; hence they are supportive
structures for local governance. The extent to which the policy allows participatory processes
and decision making by communities (e.g. on which objectives to pursue, which issues to
address, which activities to implement) influences the willingness to become involved and the
ensuing level of involvement. For example, studies of LEADER indicated shortcomings with
respect to decision-making power remaining with local authorities and funding agencies
(Furmankiewicz et al., 2010; Storey, 1999). Valve (2002) documented a ‗failure‘ to generate
local activism and environmental projects, which may indicate a mismatch between objectives
of local community members, and actors driving the LEADER project. Similarly, with regard
to biosphere reserves, Brunckhorst (2001) highlighted the importance of vesting the
community with the ownership and responsibility for selecting management goals for the
entire landscape.
Charismatic leaders and knowledge brokers can be of particular importance, both for
motivating involvement, enhancing communication and integrating local knowledge (e.g.
Pfueller, 2008). A policy will have limited effect if awareness of a policy is lacking, as was
the case in Australia, with little public understanding or appreciation of the concepts and the
opportunities offered by biosphere reserves (Buckley, 2007).
In addition to actors and structures in the implementation process, we need to further
operationalise the framework to evaluate outputs and outcomes. Existing formal indicator
frameworks can help to evaluate certain outputs and outcomes but they may fall short of
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capturing levels of community involvement. As an illustration, the CMEF which frames the
evaluation of LEADER is discussed in more detail (Box 1).
Box 1: Using the Common Monitoring and Evaluation Framework to evaluate community
involvement

The CMEF represents the main mechanism by which the European Commission assesses the
individual progress of Member States on the requirements set out in their rural development
policies. It sets a broad indicator framework consisting of baseline, output, result and impact
indicators (DG Agri 2006). However, it was recognised that the CMEF is not operationalized
sufficiently yet, in particular for assessing the impacts of LEADER (EENRD, 2010a). The
socio-economic impacts indicators for LEADER are economic growth and employment
creation (EENRD, 2010a). The assessment of specific impacts of LEADER is not well
developed; it is addressed to some extent in the qualitative Common Evaluation Questions.
Six evaluation questions identified in the Handbook on CMEF, Guidance note B, focus on the
specificities of the LEADER method and the other two questions relate to the extent to which
the LEADER approach has contributed to the other programme objectives (priorities of Axes
1, 2 and 3). This indicates that the evaluation of the extent to which the policy fosters
community involvement in environmental management is not part of the evaluation, unless
Member States chose to do so by selecting additional, programme specific indicators within
the CMEF.
In order to further operationalise earlier guidance, a common approach and framework was
developed for assessing the impact of Quality of Life measures and LEADER, addressed at
practitioners (evaluators) and responsible administrations (EENRD, 2010b). This paper
recommends the adoption of a three-step methodological approach (EENRD, 2010b, p. 31):
1) Regional experts complete the proposed framework of reference by collecting quantitative
and qualitative information from various sources and viewpoints through a range of
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methods (participative self-assessments, focus groups, surveys, stakeholder interviews,
case studies, Most Significant Changes monitoring, Potential and Bottleneck Analysis).
2) Hold a series of facilitated group meetings with a selected panel (including administrative
officials, LAG executive, private stakeholders, beneficiaries of measures, experts,
entrepreneurs, farmers, NGOs) where evaluation criteria are highlighted and additional
information can be compiled.
3) Make a final judgement on the evaluation questions and confront these judgements with the
baseline situation, using a multi-criteria rating tool.

Finally, the analysis will consider the three axes of the framework by means of answering
questions that are cutting across the three clusters. Relevant questions to consider with regard
to the institutional, geographical and temporal dimensions include: How (well) are different
institutional levels linked? Which geographical scales are the frame of reference for the
relevant policies and actors? What baseline is used to assess policy effectiveness? What time
lags are expected? How does time influence natural and social processes, and which
uncertainties are acknowledged?

6

Conclusions

In this paper we suggest a common approach and framework for the evaluation of policies, in
particular the evaluation of those policies that explicitly aim to foster communities‘
involvement in the management of their natural environment. Given the lack of a
comprehensive framework that provides the conceptual and theoretical context in which
individual evaluation exercises can be embedded, we have brought together different
theoretical perspectives to develop such a framework. It builds on the concept of complex
realities, which we argue is suited to understand the effectiveness of policies in complex
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social-ecological systems. Policy making and implementation, especially when it aims to
encourage engagement or even bottom-up processes, can be best understood as part of a
complex evolving system (Connick and Innes, 2003).
We caution against applying a reductionist approach, relying on a single theory or discipline,
or assuming there is a single ‗true‘ result arising from an evaluation. The concept of complex
realities offers multiple benefits. It reminds us to be specific about the part of the policy
bundle that an analysis will address, and to be sensitive to the policies‘ history and wider
context. Implicit and explicit objectives must be acknowledged. The concept also emphasises
the importance of issues around internal and external evaluation of the same policy
(Blackstock et al., 2012), its outputs, outcomes and implementation process (Rauschmayer et
al., 2009). We see scope to explore the benefits of combining summative and formative
evaluation (Spaey and Leloup, 2000; Worthen et al., 1997) in order to enable learning and
responsiveness, as well as cope with uncertainties that are inherent in an evaluation approach
that strives to include the perspectives of various stakeholders. In addition, the concept
explicitly takes account of the co-existence of diverging perceptions and justifies these as the
expressions of multiple realities we have to take into account when evaluating policy
effectiveness. This indicates that evaluators‘ mindsets would have to change to accept
uncertainty and the validity of various stakeholders‘ perceptions and evaluations. Mindsets
would need to shift from an approach guided by a technical–rational model to one informed
by post-positivism (Adelle et al., 2012).
In order to guide the analysis of policies, we propose a comprehensive, yet flexible evaluation
framework that can help to work through the complexity of rural development policy and
community involvement. By focussing the analysis on three clusters (policy tool, regional
context, and implementation) and the overall policy context along three axes (institutional
level, geographical scale, and time), the framework provides a structure within which data
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sets from different sources, relevant stakeholders and relationships can be identified and
drawn together for the evaluation.
We provide questions (Table 2) that operationalise the framework so evaluators are
signposted to the components and issues that need to be considered for the evaluation. A full
empirical analysis and comprehensive evaluation of a policy tool is a resource-intensive
exercise and may only occasionally be justified or indeed affordable. In those cases, we would
argue that, in negotiation with beneficiaries of the policy tool and other stakeholders that
influence the policy design and implementation, the adequate components and questions can
be selected and the scope of the analysis narrowed down. Similarly, the weightings given to
different evaluation results (e.g. from different stakeholder groups) in the aggregate
evaluation will need to be negotiated among the involved parties. In terms of how to
operationalise the evaluation of outputs and outcomes, the three-step methodological
approach and range of participatory evaluation methods suggested by EENRD (2010b)
provides useful guidance.
Looking across the three example policies LEADER, Caring for Our Country and Biosphere
Reserves, we observe that ‗community involvement‘ is only one of multiple objectives, which
may compete with or even contradict the others. The goal of ‗community involvement‘ is also
viewed as a means by which other objectives are to be achieved. Depending on which goal the
observer favours, the evaluation of the policy‘s effectiveness will be quite different.
Our approach is likely to be unnecessarily complex for policies with narrow objectives, clear
beneficiaries, straightforward monitoring and uncontested cause-effect relationships.
However, we suggest that the proposed framework is useful for evaluating many of the broadranging policies that aim to foster community involvement and the respective policy tools.
These include, for example, rural health policy, catchment and water management policy such
as the European Water Framework Directive, landscape policies, coastal and marine policies,
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or policies aimed at enhancing the resilience of rural or other place-based communities. It
may also be feasible to extend the evaluation framework to other parts of the ‗policy bundle‘
such as strategy documents or policy implementation action plans and in that way help to
embed the evaluation into a broader critical reflection of how society tries to achieve
sustainable development.
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